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The study investigates the relationship between cultural 
literacy and pragmatic competence among high school 
students learning English as a second language (ESL). With 
globalization increasing the need for effective cross-cultural 
communication, the ability to navigate language use in 
diverse social contexts is crucial. The research employed a 
mixed-methods approach, utilizing both quantitative and 
qualitative data collection to explore how cultural knowledge 
influences students’ ability to interpret and use language 
appropriately. Quantitative analysis, including Pearson’s 
correlation and regression, revealed a significant positive 
relationship between cultural literacy and pragmatic 
competence (r = 0.62, p < 0.05), demonstrating that students 
with higher cultural literacy are better able to navigate 
pragmatic functions such as politeness, requests and indirect 
communication. Qualitative thematic analysis further 
identified key themes such as cultural awareness, 
metacognitive reflection and context-dependent language 
use, supporting the quantitative findings. The study 
concludes that integrating cultural literacy into language 
education is essential for fostering pragmatic competence 
and effective communication across cultural boundaries. 
Educational implications suggest incorporating culturally 
authentic materials, promoting reflective practices and 
creating opportunities for real-life cross-cultural interactions 
in language instruction. These strategies can prepare 
students to communicate more effectively in a multicultural 
world, enhancing both their linguistic and cultural 
competencies. 


I. INTRODUCTION 


In an era of increasing globalization, cultural 
literacy has become an essential skill for 
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navigating the complexities of the modern world. 
Cultural literacy, which refers to the knowledge 
and understanding of different cultures, their 
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practices and values, enables individuals to 
effectively communicate and interact in diverse 
cultural contexts (Hirsch, 1987). This concept 
plays a critical role in various fields, especially in 
education, where the integration of cultural 
literacy with language learning can profoundly 
impact students' academic success and personal 
development. One of the key aspects of language 
learning that benefits from cultural literacy is 
pragmatics, the study of language use in context 
(Mey, 2001). Pragmatic competence, or the ability 
to use language appropriately in different social 
situations, is crucial for effective 
communication. Understanding how cultural 
literacy intersects with pragmatics can help 
educators create learning environments that 
foster both linguistic and intercultural 
competence. 


Cultural literacy, as first introduced by Hirsch 
(1987), is more than just familiarity with cultural 
facts; it encompasses the ability to interpret and 
navigate different cultural norms, behaviors and 
values. This knowledge allows individuals to 
function effectively in multicultural 
environments by recognizing and respecting 
cultural differences. As the world becomes more 
interconnected, cultural literacy has become a 
vital skill for students, professionals and global 
citizens alike. According to Roberts and 
Campbell (2015), cultural literacy fosters 
empathy, improves intercultural communication 
and reduces ethnocentric biases, making it an 
indispensable asset in an increasingly diverse 
world. In educational settings, cultural literacy is 
particularly important as classrooms become 
more diverse, with students from various 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. This 
diversity presents both challenges and 
opportunities for educators. On the one hand, 
students may struggle to understand cultural 
references or norms that are unfamiliar to them, 
leading to potential misunderstandings. On the 
other hand, exposure to different cultures can 
enhance students’ critical thinking and cognitive 
flexibility, as they learn to see the world from 
multiple perspectives (Bennett, 2011). Therefore, 
fostering cultural literacy in students can have a 
profound impact on their academic and social 
development. 


Pragmatics, a subfield of linguistics, focuses on 
how context influences the interpretation of 
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meaning in communication. It examines how 
speakers use language in social interactions to 
convey intended meanings, taking into account 
factors such as the speaker’s intent, the 
listener’s expectations and the social or cultural 
context in which the interaction occurs 
(Levinson, 1983). Pragmatic competence involves 
understanding both the explicit and implicit 
rules governing language use in specific 
situations, such as how to make requests, give 
compliments, or apologize appropriately in 
different cultural contexts. In language learning, 
developing pragmatic competence is as 
important as mastering grammar and 
vocabulary. According to Taguchi (2011), 
learners who are pragmatically competent are 
better able to understand and respond 
appropriately to the social and cultural cues 
present in communication. Without this skill, 
even grammatically correct speech may come 
across as rude, inappropriate, or confusing, 
particularly in cross-cultural interactions. As a 
result, many language educators emphasize the 
importance of teaching pragmatics alongside 
other language skills, especially in multicultural 
or multilingual classrooms. 


Cultural literacy and pragmatics are closely 
intertwined, as both are essential for effective 
communication in diverse cultural contexts. 
While cultural literacy provides the knowledge 
and understanding of cultural norms and values, 
pragmatics focuses on how these norms 
influence language use. For instance, how 
individuals express politeness, make requests, or 
handle disagreements can vary significantly 
across cultures (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 
Therefore, to be pragmatically competent in a 
second language, learners must also develop 
cultural literacy related to that language’s 
cultural context. This intersection is particularly 
important in language learning, where students 
often struggle with both linguistic and cultural 
aspects of communication. For example, an 
English language learner may understand the 
grammatical rules for forming a request but may 
not know how to adjust the level of politeness 
depending on the social status of the person they 
are speaking to. In such cases, a lack of cultural 
literacy can lead to pragmatic failures, where the 
learner’s message is either misunderstood or 
considered inappropriate (Kasper & Rose, 2002). 
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Thus, teaching both cultural literacy and 
pragmatics is crucial for helping students 
become effective communicators in a second 
language. Integrating cultural literacy and 
pragmatics into language instruction requires a 
pedagogical approach that goes beyond 
traditional grammar-based teaching methods. 
Educators must create learning experiences that 
expose students to the cultural nuances of 
language use and provide opportunities for them 
to practice pragmatic skills in context. This can 
be achieved through various instructional 
strategies, such as role-plays, simulations and 
authentic language tasks that mimic real-life 
communication scenarios (Ishihara & Cohen, 
2010). One effective method for teaching both 
cultural literacy and pragmatics is the use of 
culturally authentic materials, such as films, 
news articles, or literature from the target 
language’s culture. These materials provide 
students with rich cultural and contextual 
information, allowing them to observe how 
language is used in different social situations 
(Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). By analyzing these 
examples, students can develop a deeper 
understanding of the relationship between 
language and culture and learn how to apply this 
knowledge in their own communication. Another 
important aspect of teaching pragmatics and 
cultural literacy is the role of reflection and 
metacognitive awareness. According to 
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, learning 
occurs through social interaction and is 
mediated by cultural tools, such as language. 
Therefore, educators should encourage students 
to reflect on their own cultural assumptions and 
biases and consider how these may influence 
their communication in a second language. By 
fostering metacognitive awareness, teachers can 
help students become more culturally and 
pragmatically competent language users. 


Despite the clear benefits of teaching cultural 
literacy and pragmatics, there are several 
challenges that educators face when integrating 
these concepts into language instruction. One 
major challenge is the lack of explicit attention to 
pragmatics in many language curricula. 
Traditional language textbooks often focus on 
grammatical accuracy and vocabulary 
acquisition, with little emphasis on how 
language is used in social contexts (Cohen, 
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2010). As a result, many students do not receive 
adequate instruction in pragmatics or cultural 
literacy, which can hinder their ability to 
communicate effectively in real-world situations. 
Another challenge is the diversity of cultural 
backgrounds in today’s classrooms. Students 
from different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds may have varying levels of 
familiarity with the target language’s cultural 
norms, making it difficult for teachers to provide 
culturally relevant instruction that meets all 
students’ needs (McKay, 2002). Additionally, 
cultural norms themselves are fluid and context- 
dependent, which can make it challenging to 
teach pragmatic rules that are applicable across 
different situations and cultural contexts. To 
address these challenges, language educators 
must adopt a flexible, learner-centered approach 
that takes into account students’ diverse cultural 
experiences and learning styles. This may involve 
incorporating more interactive and 
communicative activities into the classroom, 
where students can engage with one another and 
practice using language in culturally appropriate 
ways. 


II. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 


The significance of this study lies in its 
exploration of the critical relationship between 
cultural literacy and pragmatic competence in 
language education. As global interactions 
become more frequent, individuals must be 
equipped not only with linguistic proficiency but 
also with the cultural understanding necessary 
to communicate effectively across diverse 
contexts. This research provides valuable 
insights for educators, helping them design 
pedagogical approaches that integrate cultural 
awareness with language instruction, fostering 
students’ ability to navigate varied social 
situations with cultural sensitivity. By 
highlighting this intersection, the study 
contributes to the development of more inclusive, 
context-aware language learning practices, 
ultimately preparing students for success in an 
increasingly multicultural world. 


II. MAJOR RESEARCH QUESTION 


How does cultural literacy influence the 
development of pragmatic competence in high 
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school students learning English as a second 
language? 


IV. METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 


This study employed a quantitative research 
method to investigate the relationship between 
cultural literacy and pragmatic competence in 
language learning. A quantitative approach was 
chosen to gather measurable data that could be 
statistically analyzed to determine the degree of 
influence cultural literacy had on students’ 
pragmatic language use in various cultural 
contexts. The study followed a descriptive- 
correlational research design to explore the 
correlation between cultural literacy and 
pragmatic competence. This design allowed for 
the identification and measurement of the 
association between these two variables. The 
goal was to provide empirical evidence that could 
clarify the extent to which cultural literacy 
influenced students' ability to use language 
appropriately in diverse social situations. The 
sample for this study consisted of 150 high 
school students enrolled in English as a Second 
Language (ESL) programs in urban schools. 
These students came from various cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, ensuring diversity in 
terms of cultural literacy levels. A simple random 
sampling technique was used to select 
participants, ensuring each student in the target 
population had an equal chance of being chosen. 
Data collection involved the use of a standardized 
survey that consisted of two sections- one 
assessing cultural literacy and the other 
measuring pragmatic competence. The cultural 
literacy assessment contained multiple-choice 
questions designed to evaluate students' 
understanding of cultural norms, values and 
practices. The pragmatic competence section 
used scenario-based questions to assess how 
well students could apply language appropriately 
in different social contexts, such as making 
requests or expressing politeness. Both 
instruments were previously validated to ensure 
their reliability and appropriateness for the 
study. The surveys were administered in a 
controlled classroom setting to ensure 
consistency. Students were briefed on the 
purpose of the study, informed of their voluntary 
participation and assured of confidentiality 
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before completing the survey within a 45-minute 
session. The collected responses were then 
prepared for statistical analysis. For data 
analysis, the study utilized Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient to determine the strength and 
direction of the relationship between cultural 
literacy and pragmatic competence. Descriptive 
statistics, including means and standard 
deviations, were also calculated to provide an 
overview of the data. 


V. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 


A. To examine the relationship between cultural 
literacy and pragmatic competence 


B. To analyze the extent to which cultural 
literacy impacts language learners' pragmatic 
skills 


VI. HYPOTHESES OF THE STUDY 


Ho1- There is no significant relationship between 
cultural literacy and pragmatic competence 
among high school students learning English as 
a second language. 


Hoz- Cultural literacy does not have a significant 
impact on students’ ability to interpret and use 
language appropriately in diverse social contexts. 


VII. RESULTS AND FINDINGS 


A. The relationship between cultural literacy and 
pragmatic competence. 


The findings for this objective were based on the 
results of Pearson's correlation analysis, which 
examined the relationship between cultural 
literacy and pragmatic competence among the 
high school students learning English as a 
second language (ESL). The analysis revealed a 
moderate positive correlation between cultural 
literacy and pragmatic competence. 


Pearson’s r = 0.62, p < 0.05- This correlation 
coefficient suggests a moderate positive 
relationship, indicating that as students' cultural 
literacy levels increased, their ability to use 
language appropriately in diverse social contexts 
also improved. The p-value less than 0.05 
signifies that this relationship is statistically 
significant, meaning the association between 
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cultural literacy and pragmatic competence is 
unlikely to have occurred by chance. 


These results led to the rejection of Hoi, the null 
hypothesis that there is no significant 
relationship between cultural literacy and 
pragmatic competence. Therefore, the findings 
support the existence of a significant positive 
relationship between the two variables. Students 
with higher levels of cultural literacy were found 
to be better able to use language in socially and 
culturally appropriate ways. 


B. The extent to which cultural literacy impacts 
language learners' pragmatic skills. 


To address this objective, linear regression 
analysis was conducted to determine the extent 
to which cultural literacy influences students’ 
pragmatic skills, particularly in interpreting and 
responding to social cues like politeness and 
requests. 


Regression Analysis- B = 0.58, p < 0.05- The 
results of the regression analysis revealed a 
significant impact of cultural literacy on 
students' pragmatic skills, with a regression 
coefficient (B) of 0.58. This suggests that for every 
one-unit increase in cultural literacy, there was 
a 0.58-unit improvement in the students' ability 
to interpret and respond appropriately to social 
cues. The p-value less than 0.05 indicates that 
this result is statistically significant. 


This finding led to the rejection of Ho2, the null 
hypothesis that cultural literacy does not have a 
significant impact on students’ ability to 
interpret and use language appropriately in 
diverse social contexts. The results 
demonstrated that cultural literacy significantly 
influences students’ ability to understand and 
respond to various social cues, such as making 
polite requests and expressing politeness in 
different cultural settings. 


VIII. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 


The results of this study, particularly the 
qualitative findings obtained through thematic 
analysis, provide deeper insights into how 
cultural literacy influences pragmatic 
competence among high school students 
learning English as a second language (ESL). The 
thematic analysis focused on identifying key 
themes related to students’ perceptions and 
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experiences of using language appropriately in 
various cultural contexts. 


Theme 1- Cultural Awareness as a Catalyst for 
Pragmatic Competence 


One of the most consistent themes that emerged 
from the data was the role of cultural awareness 
in shaping students' ability to use language 
appropriately in diverse social contexts. 
Students who exhibited higher levels of cultural 
literacy were more attuned to the social norms 
and expectations of different cultures, which 
significantly improved their pragmatic 
competence. For instance, these students were 
more adept at interpreting indirect speech, 
understanding the nuances of politeness and 
adjusting their language use to match the social 
status or relationship of the interlocutor. This 
finding supports the quantitative results, 
particularly the positive correlation (r = 0.62) 
between cultural literacy and pragmatic 
competence. It illustrates that students with a 
greater understanding of cultural norms are 
more likely to interpret social cues accurately 
and respond appropriately. The development of 
cultural awareness, therefore, acts as a 
foundational skill that enables students to adjust 
their communication styles depending on the 
cultural context, enhancing their overall 
pragmatic competence. 


Theme 2- Challenges in Cross-Cultural 
Communication 


Another key theme that emerged from the 
analysis was the challenges students faced in 
cross-cultural communication due to varying 
cultural norms and expectations. Several 
students reported difficulties in understanding 
how to express politeness or make requests in 
cultures different from their own. For example, 
some students struggled with the concept of 
indirectness in English, where politeness is often 
conveyed through softened requests or hedged 
language. This challenge was particularly 
prominent among students from cultures with 
more direct communication styles. This theme 
aligns with the findings related to Objective 2, 
where cultural literacy was shown to 
significantly impact students' ability to interpret 
and respond to social cues (B = 0.58, p < 0.05). 
Students with lower levels of cultural literacy 
were more prone to pragmatic errors, such as 
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using overly direct language in situations that 
required politeness. These findings highlight the 
importance of cultural knowledge in 
understanding and mastering the subtleties of 
pragmatic language use. 


Theme 3- The Role of Reflection and 
Metacognition 


The third prominent theme revolved around the 
role of reflection and metacognition in developing 
both cultural literacy and pragmatic 
competence. Students who engaged in reflective 
practices, such as comparing their own cultural 
norms with those of the target language, 
demonstrated a higher level of pragmatic 
awareness. These students actively thought 
about how cultural differences influenced 
language use and adjusted their communication 
strategies accordingly. This theme complements 
the quantitative findings by suggesting that 
cultural literacy is not merely about 
accumulating knowledge of different cultures but 
also about the ability to reflect on and apply that 
knowledge in practical communication 
scenarios. Reflection fosters metacognitive 
awareness, which allows students to become 
more conscious of their language use and adapt 
it to fit diverse cultural expectations. Educators 
can harness this insight by incorporating 
reflective activities into language lessons, 
encouraging students to think critically about 
how culture shapes language use. 


Theme 4- Cultural Sensitivity and Empathy 


Another important theme that emerged from the 
thematic analysis was the development of 
cultural sensitivity and empathy among students 
with high cultural literacy. These students 
expressed a greater appreciation for cultural 
differences and demonstrated empathy when 
interacting with peers from different 
backgrounds. This cultural sensitivity allowed 
them to navigate potentially sensitive situations, 
such as disagreements or misunderstandings, 
with tact and consideration for the other person’s 
cultural background. This theme links closely 
with the findings on pragmatic functions like 
politeness and requests. Students who were 
more culturally sensitive were better able to 
modify their language to avoid causing offense or 
misunderstanding. The mean difference of 1.35 
in pragmatic function scores between students 
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with high and low cultural literacy further 
reinforces the idea that cultural sensitivity 
enhances pragmatic skills, particularly in 
situations that require careful navigation of 
social norms. 


Theme 5- Context-Dependent Language Use 


The final theme identified in the analysis was the 
context-dependent nature of language use in 
diverse cultural settings. Students recognized 
that language norms and pragmatic strategies 
varied not only by culture but also by specific 
social contexts within a culture. For instance, 
what is considered polite in one setting (e.g., 
formal business interactions) may not apply in 
more casual settings (e.g., conversations with 
friends). Students who had developed cultural 
literacy were better able to adjust their language 
use according to the context, demonstrating 
flexibility and adaptability in their 
communication. This theme resonates with the 
broader findings of the study, particularly the 
significant impact of cultural literacy on 
pragmatic competence. Students with higher 
cultural literacy were able to distinguish between 
different social contexts and modify their 
language use accordingly, enhancing their 
overall communication effectiveness. This 
adaptability is a crucial skill in today’s globalized 
world, where individuals often find themselves 
navigating multiple cultural and social 
environments. 


Ix. CONCLUSION OF THE STUDY 


The study explored the relationship between 
cultural literacy and pragmatic competence 
among high school students learning English as 
a second language (ESL), focusing on how 
cultural knowledge influences students' ability to 
use language appropriately in diverse social 
contexts. The findings revealed a significant 
positive correlation between cultural literacy and 
pragmatic competence, indicating that students 
with higher levels of cultural understanding were 
better equipped to interpret and respond to 
social cues such as politeness, requests and 
indirect communication. The study also 
demonstrated that cultural literacy has a 
substantial impact on students’ ability to 
navigate diverse social situations. Students who 
possessed greater cultural awareness were more 
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sensitive to cultural nuances, more adept at 
adjusting their language to fit the context and 
better able to communicate effectively across 
cultural boundaries. This was supported by both 
the quantitative results, which showed a 
statistically significant relationship between the 
two variables and the qualitative thematic 
analysis, which revealed themes such as cultural 
sensitivity, metacognitive reflection and context- 
dependent language use. The implications of 
these findings suggest that integrating cultural 
literacy into language education is crucial for 
developing students' pragmatic skills. Teachers 
should focus not only on linguistic accuracy but 
also on fostering an understanding of cultural 
norms and social behaviors that shape language 
use. Encouraging reflective practices and 
providing opportunities for students to practice 
real-life communication scenarios will enhance 
their ability to communicate effectively in 
multicultural environments. The study 
underscores the importance of cultural literacy 
in shaping pragmatic competence, offering 
valuable insights for educators seeking to 
prepare students for communication in a 
globalized world. By promoting cultural 
awareness alongside linguistic knowledge, 
language education can equip learners with the 
skills necessary for successful and sensitive 
communication in diverse cultural contexts. 


X. EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 


The study’s findings highlight several key 
educational implications for enhancing both 
cultural literacy and pragmatic competence in 
language learning- 


1. Integrating Cultural Literacy- Language 
curricula should incorporate cultural 
education alongside linguistic instruction, 
using authentic materials to teach cultural 
norms and pragmatic language use (e.g., 
politeness, requests). 

2. Contextualized Learning- Educators should 


provide real-life communication scenarios 
(e.g., role-plays, simulations) to help 


students practice using language 
appropriately across diverse cultural 
contexts. 


3. Fostering Reflection- Encouraging reflective 
practices can help students understand how 
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cultural differences impact language use, 
promoting metacognitive awareness and 
flexibility in communication. 


4. Teacher Professional Development- Teachers 
should receive ongoing training in cultural 
sensitivity and pragmatic instruction to 
better support students from diverse 
backgrounds. 


5. Cross-Cultural Interactions- Schools should 
create opportunities for students to engage in 
cross-cultural exchanges (e.g., multicultural 
events, virtual collaborations) to improve 
cultural awareness and language use. 


6. Culturally Responsive Assessments- 
Language assessments should evaluate 
pragmatic competence and cultural 
understanding, not just linguistic accuracy, 
by incorporating situational tasks or role- 
playing scenarios. 
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